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who had brought him up has gradually been supplanted by that
of a mysterious stranger, who makes his way into the young man's
affections, and persuades him at length that he has been appointed
to carry out a great work, one of the firstfruits of which is the
making away of his elder brother. The sinner at first debates
the morality, or rather the Scripture sanction, of some of the deeds
to which he is urged. But his Mephistopheles bears down all
misgivings.
There was no religious scruple that irritated my enlightened
friend and master so much as this. And, the sentiments of our
great covenanted reformers being on his side, there is not a doubt
that I was wrong.
Crime follows crime, and the dupe and his tempter escape the
remotest suspicion. But, suddenly, the convinced believer that he
can do no wrong finds himself charged with horrors of which he
has no knowledge whatever. He is tried and found guilty. More
crimes are discovered, and the wretch takes flight to escape the
fury of the whole country. Naked and destitute, he wanders from
place to place, now deserted and now tempted anew by his evil
spirit, whom at last he begins to recognize for what he is. The
jdemons rage over any roof beneath which he seeks refuge. He is
turned out into the night, everyone fearing to harbour a man
visibly accursed. He ends the memoirs, which were to be printed
and distributed as a religious pamphlet, and then dies, in a lonely
spot amidst the peat-mosses of the Border. A postscript relates
the final facts, and gives an account of a visit to the suicide's
grave many years  later  by Mr L------w and  Mr   L------t,
obviously Laidlaw and Lockhart.
The story may be enjoyed simply as an essay in the macabre, A satire
probably more inspired by Goethe's 'Faust than by any other work.
The anatomy of a deluded soul, led on by imperceptible degrees
from one false doctrine to one more monstrous, and in spite of
momentary suspicions convinced in his error, is done on the whole
with sound psychology. As with Shakespeare's ghosts and witches,
the question continually arises whether these are anything more
than the half-materialized projections of a conscience ill at ease.
From either point of view, they are appalling. So too with the